Virtual teachers: Negotiating new spaces for teaching bodies by Pendergast, Donna & Kapitzke, Cushla
  
 
   COVER SHEET 
 
 Pendergast, Donna and Kapitzke, Cushla (2007) Virtual teachers: 




Accessed from   http://eprints.qut.edu.au
 
 Copyright 2007 Lawrence Erlbaum Associates
  
Pendergast, D., & Kapitzke, C. (In press). Virtual teachers: Negotiating new spaces for 
teaching bodies. Pedagogies: An International Journal.  
 
 
Donna Pendergast & Cushla Kapitzke 




In 2002 the authors reviewed the educational performance of a state education department 
virtual schooling service during its first two years of operation 2000-2001 (Pendergast, 
Kapitzke, Land, Luke & Bahr, 2002). Established by Education Queensland, the Virtual 
Schooling Service (VSS) utilises synchronous and asynchronous online delivery strategies 
and a range of learning technologies to support students at a distance (see 
http://education.qld.gov.au/learningplace/vss/). The service commenced with a focus on 
senior secondary subjects. At present, there are over 700 students in 89 schools across the 
state enrolled in 9 subjects. In response to the recommendations of the study, a series of 
professional development activities were conducted with the VSS teachers by the authors. 
Opportunity for critical reflection was provided, including consideration of the ways in which 
the teachers were developing as a learning community. Some data, including visual 
representations, were collected from participants with the purpose of understanding how VSS 
teachers are constructed as professionals. This study compares and contrasts that data with 
self-constructions of teacher professionals in other fields. 
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The shift to online educational services in the state of Queensland, Australia, is part of the 
Smart State policy agenda, which seeks to position Queensland as a key player in the global 
information economy (see Education Queensland, 2000; State of Queensland, 2005). 
Education Queensland established the Virtual Schooling Service (VSS) initiative as part of 
that broad economic agenda and as a response to the1999 report, Application of New 
Technologies to Enhance Learning Outcomes for All Students. This report confirmed that 
traditional print-based distance education approaches fell short of delivering access to the 
kinds of cultural and educational capital required for participation in knowledge economies. 
Because they are viewed as test-beds for curricular and pedagogical innovations that feed 
back into and inform conventional classroom cultures and practices, virtual learning 
environments like the VSS provide rich and largely untapped spaces for research. There is, 
then, a sense that online teaching and learning environments are important and productive 
sites for rethinking educational curricula, pedagogy, and assessment.  
 
This paper examines the question of how these changes affect the professional identities of a 
group of teachers who work entirely in an online mode. It applies a social semiotic approach 
to a corpus of texts presented in both written and visual modes, including self-representations, 
of 25 VSS teachers. Analyses of the written terminology, descriptions, and the visual images 
utilising the theoretical platform of multimodal concepts developed by Kress and van 
Leeuwen (2001), raise a number of questions about teaching and learning as embodied 
practice, about schooling today, and what it might become in the future. The selection of 
multimodal forms of representation is particularly appropriate given the nature of the work of 
virtual teachers who deliver classes using a proportionately greater reliance on computers as 
the pedagogical medium – a form with a strong visual component.   
 
Teaching as embodied and embedded practice  
Some three decades ago, social theorists and philosophers rejected the classical Platonic 
binary separating the mind from the body and privileging the former over the latter. This 
enabled researchers to conceive social activity such as teaching as an embodied practice 
through which people construct and enact identities. Feminist and poststructuralist theories, in 
particular, have reframed conceptions of the body and the self as discursively constructed 
through social interaction (cf., Berzonsky & Adams, 1999; Coupland & Gwyn, 2003; Grosz, 
1994; Hancock et al, 2000). These theoretical insights have translated into a number of 
empirical studies focusing on issues of embodied pedagogy as a way of understanding 
teaching and learning as identity work (see Gee, 2000; Palmer, 1998; Pendergast, 2001; 
Sumison, 2003; Zembylas, 2003).  
 
The construct of professional identity is used here as an analytic tool for examining 
continuities and contradictions in teacher beliefs, ideals, and experiences across different 
techno-pedagogical contexts. Following Pietsch and Williamson (2005), we use it as an 
explanatory concept referring to characteristics that define teachers by differentiating them 
from members of other professions and from each other. For the purpose of the study, we 
adopt the view that professional identity is both personally and socially constructed. 
Teachers—and experienced teachers like VSS teachers especially—embody certain kinds of 
professional and discursive histories upon which changing institutional values, ideals, 
expectations, and practices are inscribed. Emergent educational practices (e.g., online 
teaching and learning) may sustain, develop, modify, or conflict with established professional 
beliefs, ideals, and expectations about what teachers and teaching are. When constellations of 
longstanding and recent beliefs, ideals, and practices diverge, they may contribute to 
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impediments or obstacles to personal, professional, and institutional objectives and outcomes. 
Contemporary social, educational, technological, and pedagogical changes are making huge 
demands of teachers. Understanding how these changes are affecting teachers through an 
examination of identity issues will show whether and how professional and institutional 
ideals and expectations align or misalign. 
 
Whilst language and discourse remain dominant analytic constructs for understanding the 
complexities of social activity, the role played by space and spatiality also has gained recent 
prominence. Empirical and theoretical work by Edwards and Usher (2000), McWilliam and 
Taylor (1996), Nespor (1997), and Paechter et al (2001) show how place and space are 
imbricated in pedagogical relations and their social and educational outcomes. In the study of 
virtual environments that this paper examines, issues of place and space are especially acute 
because teachers and learners interact as unsighted, disembodied “others” through the 
mediation of computer screens. 
 
Virtual space initially was conceived as a neutral, immaterial milieu characterized by a 
posthumanist state free of identity markers such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, and body 
image. Feminist theorists (e.g., Chernaik 1999; Haraway, 1997; Lykke & Braidotti 1996; 
Wertheim, 1999) and cultural theorists (Featherstone & Burrows, 1995) subsequently 
challenged this notion of techno-scientific rationality and neutrality , showing instead that, 
like so-called “meat space,” cyberspace was ideologically constituted in and by spatially 
specific practices and social relations that were open to critical analysis, resistance, and 
reconstitution.  
 
Similarly, we propose that online environments constitute spaces that differentially enable 
and constrain teacher identity and pedagogical practice. Kapitzke and Bruce (2006) coined 
the phrase, arobase space, to conceptualize these new kinds of technologically infused 
discursive spaces. Arobase is the French word for the symbol “@,” which is used commonly 
to signify online milieux such as email addresses. The term arobase has a long and varied 
history going back centuries. Kapitzke and Bruce continue this history by using the arobase to 
signify emergent discursive spaces that are infused with, and infuse, technological values, 
logics, and practices. In this context then, the VSS comprises arobase space because it is an 
effect of discursive practices that are shaped by, and shape, virtual technologies, while 
simultaneously manifesting the historically constituted facets of place. The place in question 
here is the physical classroom, which new technologies and pedagogical relations have 
changed, as new educational practices in turn change them.  
 
Because students spend increasing amounts of school and leisure time in worlds of arobase 
space, it is important to understand the interface of virtuality, pedagogy, technology, the 
body, and identity. As facilitators of online educational communities like those of Education 
Queensland’s portal, The Learning Place,1 teachers need to be aware of potential identities 
that they and their students draw upon in virtual exchanges and interactions. Allen (2000), for 
example, explores the possibilities of multiple online identities and provides a vocabulary for 
understanding constructions of the self used to engage with, attract, or repel others. One 
cannot assume in online environments that offline and online bodies and persons correspond 
in any way. “Bodies” exist only in and through textual self-revelation and are therefore 
edited, traded, possessed, and deleted. Hence, identities become complex, socially situated 
entities, created in dialogue, and always in formation. Allen’s six dimensions of the “cybered 
self” include the corporeal Me, the material Me, the social Me, the multiple Me, the historical 
Me, and the narrative Me. Following from this, the questions canvassed in this article include, 
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how does virtual schooling influence the ways that teachers are institutionally and spatially 
constructed as professionals? What does “going virtual” mean for the “school” to which they 
belong? And how can schools be imagined and practiced differently to better reflect and 
connect with the highly complex and differentiated times and spaces of fast capitalism?  
 
Background to the study: Virtual Schooling Service as pedagogical space  
In 2002 the authors undertook a review of the educational and technical performance of 
Education Queensland’s Virtual Schooling Service during its first two years of operation 
2000-2001 (see Kapitzke & Pendergast, 2005; Pendergast, Kapitzke, Land, Luke & Bahr, 
2002).2 Now in its fifth year of operation, the VSS uses a combination of services to deliver 
school subjects to secondary students without access to local teaching expertise. Nine school 
subjects, including German, Modern History, Economics, Dance, and Information and 
Processing Technology, are delivered currently to approximately 700 students in 89 schools 
throughout the state.  
 
Classes are held online via an audiographic conferencing system supported by access to 
lessons and learning materials through Internet-based software applications. Audiographic 
conferencing in lesson time enables synchronous — or “same time” — communication using 
loudspeaker phones and computer graphics with students in different locations. Web-based 
resources enable students to access subject content and materials for individual lessons 
flexibly from home or school in their own time. Further multipoint interaction occurs via 
email and telephone contact between individual students and the teacher, or through email 
discussion lists for whole class communication. Teachers are virtual in the sense that they are 
not “present” bodily. 
 
In response to the recommendations of the 2002 study, the authors conducted a series of 
professional development activities with a group of 25 VSS teachers. Prior to a 2-day 
program of face-to-face activities, the group was encouraged to engage in some critical 
reflection exercises introduced through a listserv discussion over a 4-week period. The 
discussion had 2 foci: first, consideration of the ways in which the teachers were developing a 
sense of themselves as a learning community and, second, development of pedagogical 
innovations relevant to VSS teachers utilising the Productive Pedagogies platform (Lingard et 
al, 2001). During the program, a survey was administered to 20 of the 22 VSS teachers who 
were in attendance. As part of the professional in-service process, the information collected 
was used along with other material to develop understandings of the newly emerging VSS 
teacher. Some elements of this are considered in this paper, specifically the survey responses. 
 
Methodology 
As described in the Background section, this study was undertaken in an opportunistic way in 
order to investigate features of a unique cohort of teachers.  The entire population of VSS 
teachers were invited to attend the professional development session.  The survey was 
administered to 20 of the 22 VSS teachers in attendance (two were unavailable at the time of 
administering the instrument), from a total population of 25.  This represents a 91% response 
rate of those in attendance, and an 80% response rate for the population.   
 
The survey instrument was modelled on previous surveys which enabled researchers to gain 
an understanding of the professional identities of their members, including how they perceive 
their profession, and for determining stereotypes of groups. Wilks and Austin (1991), for 
example, used this model to determine group perceptions and stereotypes of heroin users. 
Following this approach, Pendergast (2001, 2002) and Pendergast and Wilks (2005) explored 
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the group characteristics and stereotyping of a range of teachers identifying as teaching 
particular subject areas. Relevant findings of these studies are incorporated later in this paper 
for comparative purposes.  
 
The survey instrument was a two page document.  The first page had the following tasks:  
1. List up to five words you would use to describe ‘real/typical’ VSS teacher 
2. List up to five words you would use to describe an ‘ideal’ VSS teacher 
3. State up to three advantages of being a VSS teacher 
4. State up to three disadvantages of being a VSS teacher 
Spaces were allowed between tasks for responses.  The second page of the instrument was a 
blank page, except for the following task printed at the top of the page:  What does a VSS 
teacher look like? 
 
Data were analysed using content analysis to form categories of responses and then simple 
frequency counts which were calculated into percentages were conducted due to the small 
number of respondents involved in the study.  It is generally regarded that a data set of 30 is 
required to utilise more sophisticated statistical tests.     
  
Image representations, like words, have their own specific powers and effects. Kress 
(2004:np) argues, for example, that image representations create depictions, which are, 
“unlike words, full of meaning. Speech and writing tell the world; depiction shows the 
world.” By utilising this multimodal approach where both the written word and images 
depicting and representing the teachers are employed as resources for constructing the 
culturally and socially produced virtual teachers, insights that might otherwise be reliant upon 
the use of words alone can be considered. Such an approach is particularly relevant because 
of the nature of the work of VSS teachers – using an online approach – which relies on a 
mode of delivery other than the privileged text-based pedagogy evident when books and other 
printed formats are used.  
 
By utilising both written texts and drawn images, this study shifts from monomodal to 
multimodal data display and communication about virtual teachers. According to Kress and 
van Leeuwen (2001, p. 20), multimodality is the use of “several semiotic modes in the design 
of a semiotic product or event, together with the particular way in which these modes are 
combined.” Such an approach provides opportunity to look for consistencies and 
reinforcement, as well as aberrations and contradictions, and also the possibility of 
hierarchical order, through the various modes of representation.  
 
A snapshot of responses 
To describe a “typical” VSS teacher, the group used a total of 87 different linguistic terms. A 
large proportion of teachers used the term “creative” (80% ie. 16 of the 20 respondents). 
Other commonly used terms included “enthusiastic” (30%), “knowledgeable” (25%), 
“adaptable” (25%), and “technologically capable” (20%). Other positive terms included: 
lucky, excited, glad, and happy. Some less favourable terms also appeared — though 
infrequently — including: tired, time-poor, insecure, and frustrated.  
 
When asked to provide up to five words they would use to describe an ideal virtual teacher, 
respondents used a total of 82 different terms. Again, a very large proportion of teachers used 
the term “creative” (90%). Other commonly used terms included “knowledgeable” (35%), 
“enthusiastic” (20%), and “patient” (15%). Some other terms used were: rich, happy, and 
popular.  




The study sought to identify advantages and disadvantages of being a virtual teacher, as 
perceived by the VSS teachers. Respondents noted more advantages (n=42) than 
disadvantages (n=33) of being a virtual teacher. With respect to advantages, the following 
categories and the number of respondents suggesting this advantage are presented for those 
categories with more than one respondent: 
• Opportunity to be creative and to innovate (9); 
• Flexibility (7); 
• Opportunity to develop real relationships with students (4); 
• Fewer students (3); 
• Opportunity to experience students from different schools (3); 
• Paid to have fun (2); and 
• Less stress (2). 
 
Similarly, the following categories were formulated from the responses for the disadvantages 
of being a virtual teacher: 
• Lack of contact with students (7); 
• Not being able to see students (7); 
• Technology failure (6); 
• Personal isolation from the school community (3); and 
• Not understood by other teachers (3). 
 
The teachers produced nineteen (19) images depicting a virtual teacher. These can be 
summarised in order of frequency as: 
• Complex representations, including a teacher figure and artefacts such as 
computer, headphones, telephone, often with teacher sitting at computer table (7); 
• Smiley face taking up whole page, no additional features (4); 
• Stick figures, no additional features (3);  
• Smiley face with prominent halo (1); 
• A world globe with a balancing figure (1);  
• A stick drawing of a person with the words “I get back problems from sitting 
down too much” (1); 
• A stick drawing of a person kneeling, with a headstone in the background and the 
caption, “please God of VSS, make nothing go wrong this week please” (1); and 
• The words “photograph any teacher” written across the page (1). 
 
Virtual teachers and pedagogical space  
It is apparent that virtual learning environments comprise pedagogical spaces for teachers to 
reimagine their professional identities. This message is confirmed through the consideration 
of multimodality, where the images and the words presented can take on more than simple, 
literal textual messages and visual representations. Table 1 provides a useful basis for 
comparison by presenting a compilation of findings from other studies asking respondents to 
list terms describing the typical teacher identity (Pendergast, 2001; 2002; Pendergast & 
Wilks, 2005). These other studies were conducted with conventional face-to-face classroom 
teachers. All of the frequently used terms to describe virtual teachers have a positive valence, 
a trend which was relatively consistent across all but one of the other groups of teachers 
presented. The virtual teachers also have the highest agreement for the highest frequency 
term selected, with an astounding 80% representing 16 of the 20 respondents using the term 
“creative” to describe themselves. The terms “enthusiastic” and “knowledgeable” also appear 
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in other teacher self-constructions, but “technologically capable” and “adaptable” are terms 
used uniquely to describe virtual teachers. This is perhaps not surprising, considering that the 
“new tools of the trade” for virtual teachers are no longer the typical icons associated with 
teaching (that is, blackboards, books, desks and apples), but are an entirely new set of 
signifiers (that is, computer, headphone, telephone, and computer table). These icons are 
evident in the images drawn by the teachers. 
  
---------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 here 
---------------------------------------- 
 
The selection of words that support the images serves to confirm the message that VSS 
teachers construct themselves somewhat differently to other categories of teachers. It is 
notable that seven (36%) of the images drawn by VSS teachers were complex 
representations including what might be considered to be unique VSS teacher artefacts such 
as in images 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 in Figure 1. This is in stark contrast to image 1.4, which is a 
stereotypical depiction of a conventional classroom teacher: desk, board, apple, pencils, 
books, along with her frustration and stress levels, and with the teacher clearly gendered 
(Pendergast, 2005). A pedagogical relation of hierarchy and authority are also represented 
here with the location of the teacher removed from students and separated by the intrusive 
desk. Alternatively, only 4 of the virtual teacher images included some aspect or form of a 
desk. What the images suggest is a new way of signifying this group of teachers that clearly 
is removed from the iconography and bodily constraints of traditional teachers and their 
embodied practices, which is depicted in the stereotypical image included for contrast in 
Figure 1.4.  This image was generated in another study using the same techniques, 
administered to middle phase of learning teachers. 
 
---------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
---------------------------------------- 
 
The computer imagery is further magnified in image 2.1, which replaces the teacher head 
and face with a computer screen – the virtual teacher becomes the computer. This reinforces 
the virtuality and anonymity of the online teacher, features which were also identified as 
being among the disadvantages: lack of contact with students (7); not being able to see 
students (7); and personal isolation from the school community (3). The images 
communicated a certain sense of uncoupling or disconnection from the material world as 
noted in images 1.2, which states that the virtual teacher needs “magnetic shoes” for 
“suction” “to keep teachers grounded” and “to stop them from floating away.” This feeling 
of detachment is similarly symbolized in Figures 1.3 (figure floating above the chair), 2.1 
(keyboard but no desk), 2.2 (teacher balancing on the world), 4.1 (teacher has no body), and 
4.2 (use of ghost and tombstone in cemetery). Image 2.2 depicting the teacher balancing on 
the world suggests the removal of geographical physical place, the end of the enclosed 
classroom, and unlimited access to knowledge as held in both hands and with bright ideas 
being juggled.  
---------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
---------------------------------------- 
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Another interesting point from the visual images is their positive valency. All but one image 
where a valence could not be determined were clearly positive, typically represented as a 
smile. This can be seen in Figure 3 in the smiley face images of virtual teachers. This positive 
construction is reinforced in the written text, which claims that one advantage of being a 
virtual teacher is being paid “to have fun.” Other benefits that help put a smile on these 
teachers’ faces might include the other factors identified as advantages: the opportunity to be 
creative and to innovate; flexibility; having fewer students; and less stress. Interestingly, the 
contrary of these benefits have been identified as some of the key problems facing the 
teaching profession, that is, lack of opportunity to innovate, inflexibility, too many students 
and a stressful work environment. These common workplace issues have been identified as 
leading to professional dissatisfaction (Hargreaves, 1999; Maclean, 1999). 
 
---------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 3 about here 
---------------------------------------- 
 
Two other images are worthy of note. Figure 4 includes an image with the text, “I get back 
problems from sitting down too much,” which highlights the different way in which the 
teacher’s body is utilised and inscribed as a virtual teacher. Reference is made here to the 
contradiction that, though free to roam virtually and attached to students mainly through 
headphones, the online teacher is bound more to the desk than is the classroom counterpart. 
Finally, the image captioned “technology troubles” captures the biggest single factor found to 
impact on the potential effectiveness of the VSS the reliability of the technology used for the 
delivery of classes (Pendergast et al. 2002). With the caption, “Please God of VSS let nothing 
go wrong this week please,” and a headstone in the background, the image captures what 
characterises virtual teaching for this teacher: a reliance upon the whims of technology such 
that teaching becomes ineffective in times of resource and infrastructure failure. Textual 
responses to the disadvantages of being a virtual teacher confirm this sentiment.  
 
---------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 4 about here 
---------------------------------------- 
 
The multimodal representation – visual (depiction) and text – used in this study, provided the 
opportunity to look for consistencies and reinforcement, as well as aberrations and 
contradictions, in the formation of the identity of virtual teachers. What this study found was 
a great deal of alignment between the representations created by the two modes.  
 
Yet, the most commonly used term to describe a virtual school teacher (“creative,” used by 16 
of the 20 respondents) and which was also identified as the most common advantage by 9 of 
the 20 respondents, was not featured in the image depictions. The question that immediately 
springs to mind is how can creativity be drawn? This apparent anomaly highlights a limitation 
of the medium of representation selected for the task. Similarly, although 4 of the 20 
respondents used the term “technologically capable” to describe typical virtual teachers, 
double this number of image depictions presented powerful images incorporating 
technological artefacts such as computers, headphones and the like, with teachers capably 
using these. These images suggested a close link between the new “tools of the trade” and the 
professional identity of the virtual teachers, yet, they had not captured this relationship in 
words quite so forcefully. Hence, the use of multimodal representation can be argued to be an 
important initiative in this study, as limitations of various modes are enhanced by the co-
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deployment of other communicative acts. If we reconsider the suggestion by Kress (2004) 
that words “tell” and depiction (of images) “shows”, then a reconstruction of the virtual 
teacher incorporating both of these elements – technological capability and creativity – can be 
argued.    
 
Virtual teachers: Hybrid identities 
Because of the relative recency of these kinds of initiatives and the small number of 
participants available, the study has raised more questions than provided answers. As an 
educational innovation at the beginning of the twentieth-first century, the Virtual Schooling 
Service is a transitional learning space, a hybrid of two models: industrial and “information 
age” education. As part of a shift from print to digital culture, virtual schooling combines new 
and old communications technologies, and new and old learning and teaching practices. It 
may well be refashioning learning spaces by eliminating the need for the physical presence of 
teachers but it also retains the social and pedagogical practices of the industrial, place-bound 
systems from which it has emerged (e.g., timetabling and textbooks).  
 
The multimodal data of the professional identities of these VSS teachers confirms that the 
arobase space of the virtual classroom can be independent of conventional and possibly 
inhibiting identity markers such as gender, race, age, ethnicity, and body image. Yet clearly, 
as the teachers show in their visual texts, online teaching, like face-to-face interaction, 
comprises embodied practice. Considering that Education Queensland plans to 
internationalize the VSS by marketing it abroad, the question of how cultural and linguistic 
diversity is accounted for becomes pedagogically crucial to that enterprise.  
 
This small study indicates that hybrid spaces of technology that have infused pedagogical 
practice are reconstituting the figure of the teacher, and specifically the virtual teacher. It was 
clear that affordances of arobase space generated different kinds of iconic signifiers of the 
self as teacher than those of conventional classroom teachers. These teachers foregrounded 
spaces for creativity, innovation, and flexibility, and expressed these benefits through the 
iconic “smiley” of digital culture. Notwithstanding the benefits of innovation and flexibility, 
there is a risk nonetheless that virtual teachers are (re)producing themselves as a kind of 
cyborgian (non)entity. If so, this could affect the sustainability of virtual teaching and virtual 
schooling. Learning is, after all, learning within and about homes, communities, and 
workplaces, but it seems that some of the historical clichés and stereotypes from place-bound, 
industrial schooling models are being transferred to, and translated into, dematerialized and 
deterritorialized equivalents. The question that ongoing research now needs to consider is 
whether and how these different professional constructions translate into better and more 
varied learning outcomes for students.  
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Table 1  Top five terms used to describe typical teacher types 
Teacher Term Frequency 
(Percent) 





























































Notes: * Pendergast (2002); ** Pendergast – unpublished study; *** Pendergast & Wilks (2005); **** 
Pendergast (2001) 
 





   
 
Figure 1.1  Typical virtual teacher 
 
 Figure 1.2   Typical virtual teacher 
 
 
Figure 1.3  Typical virtual teacher 
 
Figure 1.4   Typical teacher 
 
 






Figure 2.1   Computer head   
    

















 Figure 4.1   Body realities 
 






                                                 
1 See URL http://education.qld.gov.au/learningplace/ 
2 See URL http://education.qld.gov.au/learningplace/vss/  
